This is the story that I told at the Neighbor Power! workshop sponsored by LISC. My hope was to inspire and motivate others to become involved in addressing issues that negatively impact their lives and those of their neighbors and loved ones, such as abandoned, boarded-up houses that can become magnets for crime.
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Here is my story:
In October 2003, I finally bought myself my dream house; a 103-year old fixer-upper Four-Square, with some of the most beautiful architectural elements you will ever see. It needed just the amount of TLC I felt I could manage to provide as a single female. I knew at the time the neighborhood was sort of “on the edge”, but the house was located on a solid block of good folks, and I felt I could help turn things around and help build community, since I’d watched it being done by others in Cottage Home Neighborhood, a nearby neighborhood where I’d rented a great little duplex for 8 years. I finally had my own place. :)
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Although my neighborhood is made up of over 300 homes, my new neighbors invited me to sparsely-attended neighborhood meetings (3-5 people). Shortly thereafter, they nominated me for the neighborhood president. The leaders were pretty burnt out and frustrated, and understandably so. They wanted new energy and perspectives, and things to improve. I was new, eager to learn about the neighborhood and why the problems in the community existed, as well as to protect my investment, so I accepted.
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As I walked my dog Lady around the neighborhood daily, I witnessed some pretty scary people and places; so much neglected property and rubbish everywhere. This was so unlike Minnesota where I grew up. There were broken fences and boarded up houses and garages around which piles of discarded belongings were simply dumped on the ground. 
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The more neighbors I met, the more I learned about the local crime in the neighborhood, and drug dealing going on, though I never seemed to witness it myself. I found that it was filled with friendly, yet almost skiddish folks. This was understandable, considering the experiences of crime they had been experiencing all around them for months, even years…What did I get myself into? Even my dog was like “Mom, what are we doing here?” 
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I had reservations about whether I’d made the right decision or not, but each time they would inevitably disappear. This was my new home now, and for some odd reason, I had faith that I could affect things and help make it into a wonderful, safe enjoyable place to live, in the Arsenal Heights neighborhood. Each time I looked around, I saw what it *could be*.

I held regular monthly, structured neighborhood meetings with agendas, and continued to get to know more and more of my neighbors as I walked Lady through the neighborhood. Each time I met someone new on my daily walks that seemed sober, I said hello, introduced myself, shared with them where I lived, and exchanged contact information/emails when I could. I personally invited them to the monthly neighborhood meetings to express/share their concerns and experiences. I told them city officials and police were there to listen to our concerns, and that if we didn’t voice them, nothing would ever change. 

Gradually over the months, the meeting attendees grew, one by one; more folks in the neighborhood met each other and slowly, bit by bit, we became more of a community. We began feeling empowered when we heard others’ stories that were similar to our own. We also reached out to the larger NESCO community in order to seek their help, support, and guidance in addressing the problems we faced. 

We met month after month after month to discuss the status of problems, as well as other news and neighborhood activities, but the same problems and complaints came up over and over, like a broken record.

At one point, I decided that the changes were simply NOT being made at an acceptable rate. We never seemed to get a clear answer for why the owner of each particular property was not addressing it’s code violation(s).  Although we, as active neighborhood members, empathized with each other and re-enforced our experiences, we still felt pretty helpless to address the problems we faced, and did not feel our Health & Hospital (H&H) inspector was using his authority to make negligent property owners accountable. 

And then one day, the Dirty Dozen List was born. I thought “metrics”!  I thought it would be helpful to “track progress” on each house that was under code violation or that was highlighted as a problem by neighbors, since generally the problem houses were directly linked to “problem tenants” and/or “owners of the problem properties”. We identified the worst 12 properties in our neighborhood and added them to the list to track them. We also learned as a community that it was important to call and report every code violation we could possibly see (and we shared the phone number with everyone we knew on numerous occasions, so everyone could call in violations day and night).  It was really our only ammunition toward getting the attention of the negligent and apathetic property owners. By calling in all of the code violations we could find, and tracking their progress, we attempted to pressure H&H and the property owners into actually ensuring the properties were maintained safely and appropriately.
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Every meeting we went over the Dirty Dozen List. And month after month after month, it became evident that not a lot was happening, and the more data we collected, the more we had evidence that “the H&H code enforcement process was broken”. We began talking to the H&H Corporation leadership, Environmental Court judges, and City of Indianapolis officials to help us understand why properties remained problematic, and what we could do about it. The data spoke for itself. All we needed to do was share it, and ask "why?".
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Then, at one point, our City of Indianapolis Neighborhood Liaison Katy Brett recognized that we were actively pursuing the problems in our neighborhood; that we actually cared. So, she invited a fellow city official named Jeff Bennett to our neighborhood meeting. Unbenounced (is this even a word?) to us, the city was diligently working toward addressing the problems of abandoned houses in the city, and had even formed an Abandoned Houses Work Group to assist the City in identifying long term strategies to reclaim and rehabilitate abandoned properties. Jeff, in partnership with up to 20 local experts, was working on drafting statutory improvements to the Unsafe Building Law, tax sale process, and a provision creating land bank authority for local governments across the state. He came to our neighborhood meetings to learn about the frustrations and road-blocks we had been encountering first hand, with properties in our very own neighborhood. We were *living* with the problems on a daily basis that he was trying to solve. 

At one point, we had Jeff Bennett, our Indiana State Representative John Day, and Arsenal Heights Civic League residents all sharing their experience and ideas on how we might tweak the Senate Bill 341 to ensure it had the biggest bite possible.  And, congratulations to them for serving their community and going to the very root of the problem! :)

This gave people in my neighborhood a feeling of great honor and pride that we were even given the opportunity to contribute, and possibly even affect our very own Indiana state law to make a positive difference in our community and living environment. To get the abandoned houses into the hands of CDCs or developers, rather than just sitting there for years and years, empty. And, to know that the people that we elected and hired to run our government cared enough to listen.

Once they submitted the bill, we anxiously awaited for the outcomes of the legislative sessions. First, we received news that SB341 had passed through the Indiana State Senate unanimously (50-0) and was referred to the House of Representatives. We were delighted. Whoooo-Hoooo! Woot! Woot!

When news came that the bill was removed from the House agenda with no explanation what-so-ever, we were deflated. This meant a-whole-nother year of status quo. Another year of the same old #*#^*&#!!!  IT FELT THAT ALL HOPE WAS LOST... Even the Indianapolis Star publically acknowledged the disappointment and frustration caused by the killing of the bill.
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It was actually during one of my disappointing and desperate discussions with either Jeff Bennett or Justin Ohlemiller, who was the city’s communication coordinator, that the possibility of a neighborhood rally or protest might help the situation. 

When I broached the subject with Arsenal Heights Civic League VP, Linda Van Scoder, she was unsure. I talked her into going for it; afterall, what could it hurt? So, we held a rally in front of one of the abandoned houses in our neighborhood. We invited the local news stations, and the entire near eastside community to the rally for their help and support, and to empower them to take advantage of this opportunity to make a stand, and hopefully make a positive difference.

[image: ]


I leveraged my secretary role in the Near Eastside Collaborative Taskforce to initiate a massive writing campaign; provided contact information (phone numbers and direct links) to both the Indianapolis Star editorial section, and the Indiana State representatives' websites who were responsible for removing the bill from the session agenda (Phil Hinkle and James Buck). We made it as easy as we possibly could for folks to call and write to them directly requesting (and even demanding!) an explanation for why they removed the bill from the agenda and basically killed it in the house legislative session, especially after a unanimous vote through the senate. Their offices were flooded with letters and calls, and the Indianapolis Star was flooded with letters to the editor. 

Hinkle and Buck both showed up at our neighborhood rally and attempted to defend their concerns in person.
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I think they may have been a little sorry they came, because I literally witnessed one of our long time NESCO community leaders (feisty Ruth Shaw) look one of them straight in the eye and say “You should be *ashamed* of yourself!”. 

They attempted to defend their concerns through an Indianapolis Star editorial article also, but their concerns just didn’t seem to add up. 
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It was also fairly clear that partisan politics were at play. We also learned that Buck was in the real estate business and Hinkle was in the mortgage business, and the whole thing began to seem a little fishy, and I called them out on this in my Indianapolis Star editorial, specifically.
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The session was going down to the wire, and we still had not heard whether or not the bill would be revived to at least get a vote. The entire NESCO Community held their feet to the fire (and would not let up) until we heard whether the bill was revived or not; we were all on pins and needles. 
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We learned that the bill was revived as an amendment to another bill, and ultimately passed through the House with a vote of 75-25....and the vote was held on the last day of the legislative session. What a roller coaster ride!!
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This new law: Bolstered the ability of cities and counties all across the state to better address the issue of abandoned houses and problem properties, which negatively impact the quality of life in neighborhoods throughout Indiana.
The State law changes outlined in HB1102/SB341 essentially does three things:
1) Adds teeth to a city’s ability to go after negligent property owners and prevent these bad actors from acquiring even more property;
2) Provides municipalities with more options in partnering with developers to revitalize troubled properties; and
3) Speeds up the timeframe that sites may languish in abandonment before they can be put back into positive reuse.

The law gives local governments statewide better tools to tackle the tremendous challenges posed by vacant, abandoned and dilapidated properties.
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This is a story with a positive outcome that I hope encourages you to:
• Foster good and productive relationships and partnerships within your community.
• Make contacts and develop relationships with fellow neighbors; get to know your neighbors, and engage your fellow neighbors; the issues and concerns that you are facing – they are facing them too!
• Make contacts and develop relationships with city officials, and those that can help you.
• Make contacts and develop relationships with others who have more experience than you that can help guide you.

When you actively care and make a stand, people will notice and even join and support you in your worthy causes….whatever they may be.
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My story also speaks to the Peterson administration, and their ability and willingness to partner with city residents. It also speaks to the city residents that were willing to voice their needs and demand positive changes in their lives.  

The people really do have power. 
:)

The End.
By Stacy K. Henle
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Dirty Dozen Tracker List (Actual Example)
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Neighbors appeal for help

Near Eastsiders call on lawmakers to make it
easier to get abandoned property redeveloped

By Brendan O'Shaughnessy
frchriviemnidete X
Residents of a Near-Eastsde.
neighborhood gathered in front
of a dilapidated house Friday to
blame legislators for abandon-
ing bill that would have helped
remove such empty eyesores.
Senate Bill 341 would allow
cites to more quickly acquice
abandoned properties and move
them through ax sals to rede-
velopers, as well as impose
stiffer fines on _negligent
owners. The bill died in the
House, an apparent casualty of
personal conflice between two

Republican lawmakers.
“The abandoned house at 1418
E. Market St. in_the Arsenal
Heights area exhibited several
of the problems, neighbors e
that resultfrom properties
without an owner.
‘The concrete frontsteps were
crumbling nd thieves bad
& aluminum siding 1
Righ a5  person conld reach
without 2 ladder, Two minivan
seats had been dumped in the
backyard, across the alley from
children icking  soccr all n
he Holy Cross School paring
lot.

“We ask that this bill can
passy”said Jean Knarr, wholives
thre doors down, "o hat we
can all have hope, S0 our neigh-
borhood can be a nicer place, 3
safer place, We don't want peo-
ple to say, ‘Oh, what a trashy
neighborhood: *

Siate . James . Buck .
Kokome, sponsored the origin
legislation and said Friday he
ouldlook oot bill o g
tach the proposal to, but
could offer no specifis.

‘Currently, a property can take
three to five years to go through
the process, which could be cut
tolessthan'a year in some cases
with greater city power to seize

‘See Abandoned, Page B7

WHAT’S NEXT

‘Senate Bll 341, a bil to
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Additionally,
the sponsor continued to be
concerned over the language
and protection for our seniors
from unintentional taking of
their property
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Buck, Hinkle should answer whether they'll,revive
bill 73

March 9, 2006

In response to the March 6 My View "Concern for seniors held up bills vote,” | find it
fascinating that Rep. James Buck is in the real estate business and Rep. Phil Hinkle is in
the mortgage business, and yet these two are responsible for kiling Senate Bill 341 in
\committee.

If the bill was unanimously passed through the Senate, had no single person testify against
it, the Indianapolis city administration worked to help craft the bill for over & year since last
year's session, the Daniels administration testified in favor of t, the bill costs taxpayers no
‘additional dollars, and the bill is focused on targeting only abandoned houses, then | find it
difficult to believe that these last-minute concerns about the bill were legitimate.

If Buck and Hinkle truly believe that we should “Let the people know the truth and the
country will be saved,” then piease tell us the truth. Will they revive this bill or not?

Stacy Henle
Indianapolis
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Faiiure to pass bill hurts neighborhoods

Our Holy Cross neighborhood thanks you for your editorial, “Legisiative mystery: 2 cases of
bill kiling,"” Gn March 2. We are siil al a loss about why Senate Bill 341, the abandoned
buildings bill, was killed. Rep. Phil Hinkie's response for holding up the bill was that he was
concerned "regarding the possible "aking’ of homes from seniors by unscrupulous

individuals who could take advantage of the fast tracking' tax sale.”

| appreciate his concern. However, | don’t think the bill would have that result. Our Ne:
Downtowin neighborhood is proleciive of our seniors. We are fortunate i have the Riley
Area Development Corp. and the Near East Side Community Organization, which have
spent thousands of doliars assisting low-income residents and seniors to repair their homes
50 they don't lose them

The predators in our neighborhood are the unscrupulous lenders who ioan funds above the
value of the properties, thus overburdening the hameowners, who are forced to abandon
their proparties. SR 341 will not encourage this practice, so Hinkle's explanation is without
merit, Furthermore, with Hinkle's power play on S8 341 and Sen. Tom Wyss' action on
House Bill 1062, the public loses again

Joe Valenti

Indianapolis
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Let's do something about these magnets for crime

‘Abandoned houses are eyesores. They desiroy propery values and atack & cy's and neighborhood's qualty
‘what we often faitotalk about s what s happering befind the broken windows and unhinged doors.

sl sanconed houses e magnt o v, Ty are o v
headquarters for the nexus of sireet cime that dives crme rates up.

neighbors out:gangs, guns and drugs.

(Gang leaders can use these propertes to ide from authories, mee
sreetlevel eutenants,talk o recruits and mark their terory wih 1

Drug dealers can warehouse thei crack and meh, set up shop and |
atiract“customers” - customers wh aro ofon themseves crminai:
@zo0m prostutes,stret level thigs, and desporate users.

e ap o e dents  Worstofal, abandoned houses ofen provide rapists and chid moe:

allied this monkh to show support
for the abandoned property ill that e Guietisolaion hey need to perpetrate ther horible acts.

hag been killed, - Kely Wilkinson /
Indianapolis Star

With this in mind. | find i hard to understand why the state legislaturc
10 heed the advice of Mayor Pelerson and pass Senate Bil 341

The bif gves cies and courties the toos they need to ftack abandoned housing. They would be able to ma:
agoressively combat negigent property owners. They would find i easir 0 partner with developers (o revial
areas. And, most importan, they could do al o his faster

T W oppoes U 830 o Pl Tesors, ard ey vl 5 bl esponse o s esoonsse v | A | 1
e

utfor tose wno have yet o decide, or hose who can sull make a ifference, the tme for acton s now. To U
message shouki be conveyed: You are ether fo 1 r against I Ifs ethe public safely of parisan poitcs.

Gang loaders and drug dealers. comforted b the soltude of bandonied houses, awat your decision
Malina Konnedy

‘Democratc candidate for Marion County prosecutor

Indianapols
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Abandoned houses legislation revived V}

8y Brondan O'Shaughnessy pected to come up for a vote in
- sesmmbgeengsoseon | AST CHANCE Hoday's Fuat intion
s may be bl o speed up As it stands now, a property

the redevelopment of abandoned N can take three to five years to go
housesafer alocal wmaaker v pot S OTIES 1 rocess, which ehy
vived a proposal that had floun Go'loCy government matters officials said could be cut o less
dered in the Statehouse, ettt than a year in some cases with
Senate Bl 341 died when Rep.  gead'Up tox saes of aban greater power to seize the house.
‘Phil Hinkle, R-Indianapolis, suid _goneq houses, is elgible for ac- Linda Van Scoder, an Arsenal
thero were fast-minute concerns ot i i o of the | Helghts community leader, said
in b commitiee Bearing Iodi- gkl sesin Becouse she hopes the city will help clear
anapolis neighborhood awmakers have 5o mony bils _ Droblem properties out of her
city officials and the i, nplay, there 15 no set schegule  Near-Eastside neighborhood.
sociation of Cities and Towns  fo'to o ‘When Hinkle first refused to
supported the bill, which passed o hear _the bill,  the ~ Arsenal
the Senate unanimously, . Heights Civic League and Near
Hinkle heard concerns from magnet for crime and drugs. East Side Community iza-
the mns sponsor, he said, that it Deleting the word “blighted” tion held a news conference
lead fo cities uh from the description of houses March 3 to draw attention o the
gusiessloa of Houses occupied ~cligible for a fasi-rack propery fsut.
. YMFQﬂ:ughzénply eis gewm&l«;yemmrhhmwcu “Lfound out tht public pres-
it was de- ly apply to vacant houses, sure can work sometimes,” Van
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- Legislature approves once-doomed
abandoned houses bill

Mayor credits community leaders for bill’s revival

INDIANAPOLIS - Both houses of the state legislature today approved legislation that would give cities
Statewide better tools to redevelop abandoned properties and hold negligent property owners more
accountable.

‘The abandoned houses bill, Senate Bl 341, was dealt a serious blow two weeks ago in a House committee
after it was removed from the agenda despite having widespread, bipartisan support throughout the
legislative session.

Yesterday, a legislative conference comittee gave the bill new life by inserting the SB 341 language intoan
existing local government bill, HB 1102. That bill passed both chambers overwhelmingly this afternoon.

“Abandoned houses are a scourge on our local neighborhoods, and this bill gives cites and counties across
the state better tools to improve our communities by more quickly moving these properties from
abandonment to redevelopment,” Peterson said. “Iam pleased the legislature took action to help strengthen
our neighborhoods by passing this important piece of legislation.”

‘The Mayor last week called on the legislature to act on SB 341 in his State of the City address.
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State lawmakers gave neighborhoods in Indianapolis and other communities a last-minute gift on Tuesday by
reviving and sending to the governor a bill that will speed efforts to demolish abandoned buiidings.

The original bill, SB 341, passed the Senate unanimously but died in the House last month after Local
Government Committee Chairman Phil Hinkle refused to allow  vote. That decision angered many

neighborhood leaders. Their outrage, vented at a neighborhood rally and through an e-mail campaign, prodded
lawmakers into resurrecting the proposal.

Its a sweetvictory for the city's neighberhoods, and for grassroots democracy.
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Indiana State Abandoned Housing Law

Aids local governments (counties and municipalities) in:

* Acquiringabandoned properties through the tax sale process:

— Prior to the law, only Indianapolis/Marion County could reserve certain taxsale properties for the
purposes of redevelopment. The law gives all counties and municipalities the ability through the
expedited taxsale process to reserve certain properties to help spur redevelopment.

* Goingafternegligent property owners with higher fines

~ Lawgiveslocal hearing officers the authority to impose fines on negligent owners of up to $5,000
‘every month for 2slong violations continue and properties deteriorate.

—  Thesefines are collected as part of a special assessment, whichmeans they would be given priority
status, like property taxes, in the collection process.
*  Keepingproblem property owners from biddingin tax auctions

~ Too many times, negligent property owners acquired more properties through the taxsale process
withnointent to redevelop or even maintain the sites.
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Abandoned, Not Forgotten
Abandoned Property in Indiana

“The Dirty Dozen & the Story of Public Law #169”

by Stacy Henle, Arsenal Heights Civic League
(sponsored by LISC)
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